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EMPLOYMENT EXPERIENCES OF DEAF COLLEGE GRADUATES:
AN INTERVIEW STUDY
Susan B. Foster, Ph.D.
National Technical Institute for the Deaf

at Rochester Institute of Technology
Rochester, NY
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The primary purpose ofthe National Techni
cal Institute for the Deaf at Rochester Institute

of Technology(NTID at KIT)is to prepare deaf
young adults for successful employment. A
major thrust of NTID research is, therefore, to

determine how well these graduates are doing
over time. To this end, NTID sponsors several
research projects which focus on graduate fol
low up, including an annual alumni survey and
periodic collection of data from federal data
banks.

Recently, a follow-up project was initiated
which uses qualitative research methods, in
cluding open-ended interviews and participant
observation, in an effort to gather information
about graduates which is inaccessible through
quantitative design. Qualitative methods are

grounded in symbolic interactionist theory.
Symbolic interactionism was developed through
the work of Robert Park (1915), W. I. Thomas
(1951), and George Herbert Mead (1934, 1938),
among others. More recently, the theory has
been expanded by Herbert Blumer (1969) and
Howard Becker (1970). At the root of symbolic
interactionism is the idea that human behavior

is a product of how people interpret their world.
Research conducted through this theoretical ap
proach requires the use of methods designed to
get at subjects' interpretations of events. These
methods are what we refer to as "qualitative"
methods. The purpose of this project is to leam
about the characteristics and attainments ofdeaf

RIT graduates from the perspective of the
graduates and to study in depth their experi
ences since leaving RIT.

An in-depth, open-ended interview was con
ducted with each subject. Information was
gathered on a variety of education and workrelated topics, including the RIT experience,
job satisfaction, promotion, and continuing edu
cation(see Appendix A: Interview Topic List).
With the permission of the subjects, inter
views were voiced (by the subject or a certified
interpreter) and recorded. Transcripts from in
terviews were coded and analyzed for recurring
patterns and themes, then organized into a
series of reports on several topics, including
family and school experiences, employment,
and the development of deaf community. In
this report, the perceptions of graduates with
regard to their work-related experiences are
presented, analyzed, and discussed.
DESCRIPTION OF SUBJECTS

Of the 25 graduates, 14 are men and II are
women. They range in age from 23 to 46, with
an average age of27. Thirteen attended a school
for the deaf during high school. The others at
tended public high schools.
The graduates majored in a variety of pro
grams, including Medical Laboratory Technol
ogy, Social Work, Art, Printing, and Mechani
cal Engineering. In total, 21 majors were repre
sented. The year ofgraduation from NTID/RIT
ranged from 1971 to 1985. The degree most
frequently received from NTID/RIT was the
Asosciate (N =9). Eight received a Bachelors
degree, six a Diploma, one a Certificate and
one a Master's. Two graduates went on to re
ceive a Bachelor's, and one a Master's, from
other colleges after completing degrees at
NTID or RIT.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Twenty-five subjects were selected at ran

Only four graduates had remained in the

dom from a list of approximately 160 deaf RIT
graduates living in Monroe County in New York
State. Subjects were contacted by mail and asked

same job since graduation. Nine had two jobs
since graduation, six had three jobs, three had
four jobs, and one had five jobs since gradua
tion. The average number of jobs held since

to participate in an interview study.

graduation is 2.28. At the time ofthe interviews.
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20 graduates were employed. Three were out
of the labor force. Two were unemployed.
The employed graduates were working in a
variety ofjobs, including senior civil engineer
ing technician, draftsman, mail handler, and
photographic color technician. Of the 20
graduates who are currently employed, 14 are
working in positions related to their college
major. The others have made career changes,
either voluntarily or because they were unsuc
cessful in securing or maintaining employment
within their original field of expertise.
FINDINGS

In this section, the major findings ofthe study
are presented and discussed. Findings are
divided into eight categories, including(1)find
ing ajob,(2)learning thejob,(3)communication
at work, (4) relationships at work, (5) expecta
tions for the future, (6) discrimination in the
workplace, (7) reasons for leaving the job, and
(8) strategies for managing difficult or stressful
situations at work.

Finding a Job
The graduates used different strategies to find
work. Most often, they used the services ofthe
National Center on Employment for the Deaf
(NCED)at NTID in finding afirstjob, including
assistance in preparing a resume and contacting
potential employers. However, they rarely
found subsequent jobs through NCED.
Several graduates used personal connections
to find work. In nine cases, jobs were found

through family or friends. Six found work
through professional colleagues.
Five graduates said they used more tradi
tional strategies to find work,including employ
ment agencies and newspaper ads. Another five
sought assistance from the Office of Vocational
Rehabilitation (OVR).

Seven graduates found jobs through special
efforts, such as "cold calls," or returning several
times to a prospective employer. The most per
vasive theme which runs through graduates'de
scriptions of strategies involving special effort is
their beliefthat deafpersons must be prepared to
try harder, be more persistent, and, in general,
prove themselves to the prospective employer.

trained at NTID/RIT. THey already had many

of the necessary skills to do the work, and usu
ally had only to leam the company's specific
procedures.
Even when they were working in an area in
which they had not received formal training,
they generally found that it was not difficult to
leam the job. Most of the time, they learned
through observation, demonstration, and prac
tice. They found it helpful if one person was
assigned to teach them the day-to-day proce
dures of their work, noting that it is important
that this "trainer" be willing to work with them
and have some understanding of the needs of
a deaf employee. One graduate was assigned
to a woman who was always mshed and never
took the time to explain things. He felt confused
and anxious, and finally left the company. Al
though his supervisor told him that they were
letting him go because he was unable to satisfac
torily perform the work assigned to him, he felt
strongly that his failure was due in part to the
unwillingness and/or inability of his supervisor
to provide him with adequate on-the-job train
ing and orientation.
Communication at Work
Graduates were asked to discuss communica

tion in the work place. Their comments can be
divided into three areas: one-to-one communi

cation, telephone communication, and com
munication at meetings.
One-to-one. Graduates used a combination

of one-to-one communication strategies on the
job, including lipreading, voice, writing, sign,

fingerspelling, and gestures. The decision to
use one or more strategies varied according to
the individuals and situation.

Graduates noted that different jobs demand
different strategies. Of particular interest was
the opinion expressed by several graduates that
white collar jobs demand more communication
than blue collar; these graduates found the
former more difficult because of the increased

communication requiremments.
Graduates said their success as communi

cators frequently depended on conditions
beyond their control. For example, the charac
teristics of the hearing person could drastically
affect the success of the communication. Hear

Learning the Job
Graduates said they were well prepared for
employment in areas for which they had been

ing co-workers who demonstrated patience, a
willingness to communicate, and some know
ledge ofthe communication needs ofdeafpeople
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were the easiest to work with. Sometimes,

familiarity with the daily routine was an aid in
communication; just knowing what was sup
posed to happen next facilitated discussion.
Similarly, working with the same people over
time often improved communication because
of increased familiarity with individual com
munication styles.
Many ofthe graduates said the responsibility
for communication lies with the deaf person
and employed a range of special strategies de
signed to encourage or facilitate communica
tion. Some used humor to "break the ice" with

hearing co-workers. Others taught co-workers
signs or fingerspelling. Almost everyone said
they had to teach their hearing co-workers basic
rules for communication with a deaf person,
including speaking slowly and clearly, being
willing to repeat or write the message if neces
sary, and facing the deafperson when speaking.
A few graduates had one or two key co-workers
with whom they could communicate fairly well;
they came to rely on these people to keep them

do you sit with the hearing?
S: Yeah, but they don't bother talking to
me - not much. I guess it's because
they're too busy talking with people to
bother talking to me.
I: So what do you do?
S: Well, I just try to ask questions or
whatever. Sometimes I feel funny, you
know. Like last week, I wanted to ask a

girl a question, but I thought to myself,
here they're carrying on a conversation
and I don't understand, and I'm asking
the girl a question. What if what I was
going to ask would be way off"from what
they were talking about?...
I: So what did you do? Did you ask it
anyway?
S: Yeah, yeah. I tried to.
I: Did she respond?

such as "the grapevine," which develop in work

S: Oh, yeah. But, they're not interested
in me. They're not, no. They're not in
terested in being friends... Forget it.
They only would talk to me for business
things, you know, say "We have a meet
ing," or just small(things), nothing really
hke a conversation. Or they might say,
"How're you doing?" But they don't go
into real conversation at all. It is lonely
there, it is lonely there.
Sometimes important information was circu
lated through the grapevine. In these instances,
the deaf employees found themselves in the
diflficult and often frustrating situation of being
the "last one to know." The following story is

settings. Most graduates were able to communi

illustrative:

informed or mediate between them and the

other employees.
Three general observations can be made
about one-to-one communication. The first has
to do with the kind of communication which

graduates encounter. Communication in the
work place can be defined as(1)functional, that

is, having to do with the day-to-day operations
of the job, or (2) personal/social, that is, having
to do with informal communication networks

cate functionally, that is, they learned theirjobs
and were able to perform them adequately on
a day-to-day basis. However, they were rarely
able to develop communication networks with

their co-workers which allowed them to partici
pate fully in social interaction. This frequently
left the deaf person feeling isolated and out of
touch, as illustrated in the following quotation:
Subject (S): They (co-workers) like to
talk. I couldn't hear their talking. I'd love
to hear what they're talking about It's
sad because I can't hear what they're say
ing, to share the fun, the jokes.
Another described her longing for what she
called "real conversation," and the loneliness

she felt when her efforts to join the group were
rejected:
Interviewer(I): At lunch and break time.

S: ...It's not fair...there are some things
that everyone knows except me... and I
wouldn't even know anything. That's why
some of the people are ahead of me in
some ways, because they know about the
change or whatever, and I don't know
anything about it. When I ask about it,
they say,"We done away with that a long
time ago," and I'll say,"Well, why didn't
you tell me?"
I: What is it that you're talking about a machine or something?
S: Well, it's some command you use on
the machine, but they don't use it any
more... Or like, they know about a meet
ing, or even a shutdovm. They would
know about it a long time before I even
know about it...like before that one week
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...everyone knew that they had a shut
down... But one girl, she's more open
with me. She's a very nice girl, and she
told me that there would be a shutdown,
and I said, "I didn't know that." You

know, it was a good thing because if she
didn't say anything, I wouldn't know
about it.

The second observation is that, for the deaf

employee, communication with hearing coworkers is always a stressful experience. For
those who have developed effective communi
cation strategies, there is still the effort of total
visual concentration and vigilance. For those
who are experiencing communication difficul
ties, there is concern about whether the mes

sage was given or received correctly. Always,
there is the sense of dependency on hearing
co-workers, since all the communication

strategies described in this section require their
sustained cooperation and good will.
Third, differences in communication modes
by deaf and hearing people sometimes lead to
misunderstandings. For example, hearing
people can frequently work while chatting,
while the deaf worker must stop working in
order to communicate. One problem experi
enced by several graduates was that they were
not allowed to pause in their work or leave their
work stations, even briefly, in order to com
municate with co-workers. They felt their
supervisors did not support their habit of paus
ing for conversation because they did not under
stand their need for a visual break from the

work. An example:
S: I have problems at work...most ofthe
time I concentrate on my work...but once
in a while I feel like saying something,
you know, get into a conversation...and

the supervisor would come up...and he'd
say, "Stop talking, get to work..." I've
seen them sit back and talk... Maybe they
feel like I need to be in my(work)place...
but I need a break, too... I need a break

from my area,(but)they(hearing people)
talk on and on while they work.
A second misunderstanding stems from the
need felt by many of the graduates to keep up
with office chit-chat. They would watch their
hearing co-workers in an effort to follow conver
sation or ask a co-worker to tell them about a

personal phone call. Most hearing co-workers
interpreted this as pushy or nosey. However,

from the deaf person's perspective, they were
just trying to become part ofthe group, as illus
trated in the following quotations:
S: ...If you are talking with (hearing)

friends, you would say, "Hey, what did
you say, what did you say?" They say,
"That is none of your business." I don't
mean to be nosey, I was just wondering
what you were saying, that is all. Hearing
people do have the advantage of over
hearing. They don't have to ask. (Asking)
puts them off. Like the phone. (I might
want to know)who was that on the phone.
I don't do that to hearing people. (But)
in the back of my head, I am curious. It
doesn't mean that I am nosey. Ijust(won
der, was it) a mother, a friend, just let
me know who it was. I don't mean I want

to know what you talked about, but just
who.(Was it) your husband? Fine! Your
children? Fine! O.K.

S: (Talking about coffee breaks)... I can't
keep up with the other people, when
they're talking with the group. I read the
paper, I drink my coffee. When I don't
have my paper, I watch other people,
how they talk. And they look at me, they
look strange at me. I don't know what
they think of when they look at me. I feel
funny...left out... You wonder what
they're talking about... Sometimes I ask.
Sometimes they say,"No, you don't have
to know." You know, some people are
nice, some people are not.
Telephone. Two of the 25 graduates use the
telephone at work with an amplification device.
The rest use a TDD or have a hearing person
make the call for them. No one mentioned the

local telephone relay service. One person said
their company provides a TDD for deafemploy
ees. However, since few departments have
TDD's, the deaf employee can only call home
or accept calls from other people with TDD's.
Sometimes an inability to use the phone is a
problem for graduates. The problems usually
are related to employment opportunities or per
sonal interactions.

Several people believe their employment op
portunities and upward mobility were re
stricted because they were unable to use the
phone. Some people said they were not hired
for a particular job because they were unable
to make or accept calls. Others noted that their
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jobs had to be redefined in order to assign the
phone responsibilities to a hearing co-worker.
Graduates noticed their hearing co-workers
on the phone during the day, and frequently
felt left out because they could not make casual
phone calls. Some believe that deaf employees
work harder than hearing employees because
the latter are always talking, as illustrated in
the following quotation:
S: You have to work harder to impress
the company, you have to work faster to
prove that the deaf can do it. Not like
hearing people-they all talk and listen...
all the time. Deaf people can't hear,
right? They concentrate on their work!
Hearing people were frequently unaware of

the protocol involved in placing a phone call
for a deafco-worker. One person described her
frustration with a hearing person in this situa
tion as follows:

S: It was difiicult. I have to ask a person
to make phone calls, and those people
don't know how to make phone calls (for
the deaf)... When I tell this person what
I want and she relays the message and
then she (hangs up)... I say, "Wait a mi
nute! I have a question after you tell me
what this person said!"They didn't know.
So I warn 'em, "Don't hang up!" It's my
phone call, not theirs. It was hard. But
I leam to be patient with them, because
they volunteer. It was hard to get some
body to help you.

Some graduates disliked having to depend
on hearing people to make phone calls for them.
Occasionally, they sensed that co-workers dis
liked or resented being asked to assist with calls,
which made them even more reluctant to ask

for help. One person said the stress resulting
from her dependency on a hearing colleague
for assistance on the phone contributed heavily
to her decision to leave the job and, sub
sequently, her field of work.
Meetings. Graduates often found meetings
difficult. Although most had requested an in
terpreter for meetings at one time or another,
only five said they routinely had an interpreter
or were in situations where the hearing people
knew enough sign to communicate directly with
them. A few graduates said they had interpret
ers occasionally. One said an interpreter was
provided after he complained, but only for a
few meetings.

Most people agreed that they missed infor
mation at meetings. However, the degree to
which they successfully participated in meet

ings depended on the number of people at the
meeting, the lighting and seating arrangement,
and the willingness of hearing participants to
repeat information, take turns, and speak slowly
and clearly.
Graduates used a variety ofstrategies to cope
with meetings. Most often, they got information
from one or two key people, usually after the
meeting was over. In other cases, they re
quested that the information presented at the
meeting be given to them in writing.
While all these strategies helped, graduates
still felt they often missed important infor
mation. Even when they received notes or
minutes, they were usually unable to partici
pate in group discussions. Equally important
but less obvious, they felt left out of the con
versation and camaraderie that often occurs

at meetings, as illustrated by the following
quotation:

S: She (my supervisor) would talk with
me after the meeting. We get together a
few minutes. She said a lot at the meet

ing, and in the office we talked about ten
minutes! And then I say,"We had a meet
ing for one hour, and now you talk to me
for ten minutes! This is it? Ten minutes!

I want to know what people said, what
people were laughing about!"
As described earlier, graduates sometimes
requested accommodations at meetings. Often
these requests were ignored, or, if met, in

adequate to allow their full and informed par
ticipation. When this happened, a few grad
uates persisted in their request and some were
successful. More often they would avoid meet
ings or attend without participating. Sometimes
the frustration would build over time, resulting
in a blow up, as in the following instance:
S: They have meetings and it's really dif
ficult on me sometimes. And I'm forced

to be there, and like, all the time fighting
over it, saying, "I need an interpreter it's a waste of my time to go to the meet
ing." But they'll say, "Well you have to
read my lips," and all that. Then...about
a month ago, they were suposed to have
a meeting... And I told my supervisor,
"Look, I won't go to the meeting! Would
you want to go to a foreign speaking
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meeting yourself?" and he left me alone
after that. You know, he realized, what's
the use...

In summary, graduates used a variety of
strategies to manage communication at work.
The success of these strategies depends on
many factors including the situation, type of
strategy selected, and - as we shall see in the
following section - the kind of relationship
which has developed between the deaf person
and others at work.

Relationships at Work
In this section, the relationships which

graduates develop with people at work are pre
sented and discussed. Findings are divided into
two categories: relationships with supervisors
and relationships with co-workers.

"attitude." The good supervisor is eager to com
municate and willing to do whatever is neces
sary to facilitate communication. In one case,
this involved bringing in a second supervisor
who was easier to lipread. More often, it meant

taking the time to repeat or write the message.
Patience was critical, since alternative methods
ofcommunication frequently require more time

and effort. Several supervisors hired interpret
ers for important meetings and a few encouraged
the deaf employee's co-workers to leam
fingerspelling or sign.
One graduate described his good supervisor
as follows:

S: My boss, he and I have a very good
relationship...between us there's nothing
uncomfortable. We communicate well, I

go to visit his house, he helps me do
things, we talk to each other, and wejoke

Supervisors. Graduates were asked to de
scribe their supervisors. From their comments,
it was possible to develop profiles of"good"and
"bad" supervisors. The qualities which grad

lacks many or most of the qualities described

uates feel are most important in a supervisor

above. He knows little about deafness and is

are an understanding of deafness, a willingness
to work with the deaf employee, and the moti
vation necessary for good communication.
A good supervisor has knowledge and un
derstanding of deafness. He or she is aware
of the accommodations which are necessary
for the deaf employee. A good manager will
not ask the deaf employee to perform tasks
which are difficult or impossible, such as
using the phone.
Second, a good supervisor is willing to
work with the deaf employee. He takes an in
terest in the person, and always has time for
him. He is patient and does not "blow up"
when the employee makes a mistake or mis
understands directions. Instead, he helps the
employee leam from his mistakes. He treats
the deaf employee fairly and, in fact, is
encouraging and supportive of his develop
ment and mobility within the company.
Perhaps of greatest importance, the good
supervisor keeps the deaf employee informed
and up to date on company policy and prac
tice. The best supervisors tie the employee
into the office grapevine, and help him feel a
part of the group socially as well as function
ally.
Finally, the good supervisor is a good com
municator. Rather than signing skills or being
easy to lipread, what is most important is

not interested in learning. He frequently makes
demands ofthe deafemployee which place him
in difficult or impossible situations. He is not
interested in working with the deaf employee
and often treats him unfairly. When the deaf
person makes a mistake, the bad supervisor is
likely to lose his temper. He does not help the
deafemployee to improve or move ahead within
the company.
Communication with a bad supervisor is usu
ally difficult and stressful. The supervisor is fre
quently unwilling to try alternative methods of
communication. He is impatient and likely to
give up in frustration if things do not go well

6
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he's interested in me.

At the other extreme, the bad supervisor

the first time. He seldom takes the time to

inform the deaf employee of changes in com
pany procedure and almost never encourages
hearing workers to leam sign.
One graduate described her difficulties with
a supervisor as follows:
S: My boss, she'll tell somebody else,
but she won't tell me. She'll tell Mary
some of the information, but she won't

tell me. I have to ask Mary,"Did I miss
anything?" (Then Mary) would tell me.
My boss never talks to me about any
thing. That's one thing I don't like about
her, she ignores me... I'd like to talk to
her about it, but how would I approach
her?
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Of course, the profiles of "good" and "bad"
supervisors are extremes. Most managers fall

somewhere in between, or have both good and
bad characteristics. In the following pages, the
less formal but equally important relationships
between the deaf employee and his or her coworkers are described.

Co-workers. It is difl&cult to distinguish be
tween communication and relationships, since
the two are closely intertwined. As noted earlier
in the section of communication, graduates
were able to communicate functionally at work,
but were less confident oftheir ability to partici
pate in informal conversations with hearing coworkers. Similarly, they were able to maintain
relationships with co-workers which enabled
them to do their jobs eflFectively. They were
much less satisfied with the degree to which
they were included in social activities and indi
vidual, informal relationships.
Almost everyone described some form of so
cial isolation at work. Most tried to become part
of the group and a few succeeded in limited
ways, such as annual Christmas parties or occa
sional lunches. Many others gave up. Some said
the isolation didn't bother them because they
had become used to it or found other things to
do with their free time. Others, such as this

woman, described themselves as lonely and unhappy at work:
S: How do you get rid of negative confi
dence? I always have no confidence in
myself when I'm working with hearing
people... I'm not the only one... We gotta
get rid of it. How do we do it? We're
afraid to go into the world of the hearing
and that is the problem. I don't know
how to deal with it... I'm afraid because

I cannot hear what they say behind my
back... You (Interviewer) can hear with
two people talking in the same room or
in the other room. I cannot hear... I hate

to go back to work. I don't like to be the
only deaf person. It's lonely... I always
want another person who knows sign lan

guage, who understands deaf people.
(Then)I would be fine. ButI hate working
alone, even though there's a lot ofhearing
people around.
While some graduates learned to live without
social contact at work, most would have pre
ferred friendship and inclusion to loneliness and
isolation. Even those who described themselves

as loners had usually made repeated attempts
to join the crowd, either at their current job or
in the past.
Several noted that their current anxiety and
loneliness at work stemmed from earlier experi
ences during childhood. Public school experi
ences were often particularly painful. Some
graduates recalled being teased by classmates
in school, while others remembered high school
as a time offew friends and no party invitations.
One graduate, who described himself as "so
cially handicapped," drew a parallel between
childhood experiences and his inability to trust
hearing people:
S: (Talking about public school)... I did
not know how to hang around with the
hearing people. They constantly made
fun of me, they tried many times to put
up a fight with me. Several times I was
involved in a fight... I really don't have
much (bitterness) now at what happened
in the past. You know, I just feel sorry
for them because they didn't understand
me (and)...I didn't understand them,
what they were doing to me... (But) I
think that had alot to do with what's hap
pening to me as the person I am now.
Sometimes hearing co-workers tried to in
clude the deaf person in conversation or social
activities, only to have the plan backfire. In one
case, an invitation to an office party was inter
preted as insincere by the deaf employee, be
cause there was no effort to include her in dayto-day office gossip, all illustrated in the follow
ing quotation:

S: A lot of people at work may laugh a
lot and I don't because I can't hear what

they're saying. You know,they form their
own groups. I feel left out... They don't
include me in anything.
I: They don't?
S: They'll include me in parties, but
that's because I'm working there, not like
they want me there.
I: You mean like an office party?
S: Baby showers, wedding showers, or
pizza party. I try to go to these things so
I can become involved with more people
...I'm wondering if anybody will plan a
wedding shower for me. Maybe no one
will. Maybe I really don't care. I know
my mother will make sure I will have one.
In

another

instance,

the

co-workers'
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invitation to the deafemployee to go with them
to a bar was doubly hurtful, because it betrayed
their lack of awareness of her communication

inspection department,(2)lateral mobility, i.e.,
changing to a new job at the same level, (3)
upward mobility within a particular company

needs:

or field of work, i.e., becoming a supervisor,

S: Sometimes they say, "Let's go to a
bar," and I get so frustrated. You know,
I don't go to the bars. I get frustrated.
Why that place? It's so dark! I can't see!
What good is me being there if I can't
understand (the conversation)?
Another invitation to go for drinks after work
was meaningless because the hearing people
did not include the deaf employee in conversa

(4) changing the structure of the work com
pletely while remaining in the field ofexpertise,
i.e., starting one's own business, and (5)chang
ing fields entirely by learning a new skill.
Several graduates expressed interest in con
tinuing their education, and some planned on
returning to school in the future to leam new
skills. More frequently, they wanted to improve
their skills within their current job and several
hoped to take or were already enrolled in night
classes designed to update their knowledge in a
technical area or improve communication skills.

tion.

The most positive interactions at work in
volved a one-to-one relationship with a "special
friend." Several graduates said they had one
friend at work. Frequently, this was the same
person who kept them informed about meetings
and other ofiice communication. As in the case

ofthe good supervisor, the specialfriend usually
has an interest in deafness. They are willing to
take time to develop a fnendship with the deaf
person and leam how to communicate effective
ly. Sometimes a simple gesture of friendship
makes all the difference to the deafemployees,
as in the following example:
S: (At) the last job, in the library, I was
very happy 'cause I loved this woman...
(she) would tease. She said to me (joking
about when the deaf person did not ac
knowledge communication), "I don't
know whether you turn your hearing aid
off or not!"... I was laughing so hard. She
had a good wit and she knew how to put
words in there. I like it. She never made

me feel (awkward). She was sensitive
about my handicap. I like the way she
put it.

Finally, a special friend earns the trust and
confidence of the deaf person through an in
terest and willingness to communicate. As one
person said ofa friend,"he knows how the deaf
feel."

Expectations for the Future:
Focus on Promotion

Graduates'expectations for themselves in the
work place fall into one of five categories: (1)
growth within a particular job, or small steps
along a ladder within a specific work category,
i.e., becoming a better beautician or draftsman,
moving from a level 61 to level 63 in the plant
8
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Promotion. Most ofthe graduates either were
not interested in or felt they would not have
an opportunity for promotion at work. Eleven
said their company(or, specifically, their super
visor) was not likely to promote them. They
offered different explanations for this.
Some graduates felt they would not be pro
moted because the job required use ofthe tele
phone or fi-equent communication with others,
especially when the communication is with
clients or the public.
Others said the position required more edu
cation, most often the Bachelor's degree. In a
few instances, the job required that the
graduate pass a test or achieve a skill level. One
graduate complained that she had taken a writ
ten test several times, but failed because she

was unable to complete it in the required time.
She asked for more time to complete the test
on the grounds that she was a slower reader
than her hearing peers, but her request was
denied.

Underlying all these explanations was the be
lief that the company was not willing to make
the necessary accommodations or to work with

deafemployees to facilitate their upward mobil
ity. Several noted that deaf people must work
harder than their hearing peers to get pro
moted. they said it might be necessary to stand
up for oneself and fight for one's right in order
to get ahead, but added that the price for this
action might well be losing one's job.
Another ten graduates expressed fear and an
xiety over promotion. Several believed it was
possible to be promoted, but added that they
did not want a promotion because they "did
not want the responsibility." When asked to
Vol. 21 No. 1 July 1987
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elaborate, they said they were unsure of
whether they could handle the level of social
interaction and communication which would be

qualified, yes, but you can develop a high
stress to it. It's a lot of pressure and I
don't like pressure.

required ofthem in a managerial or supervisory

I: Pressure from what?

position.

S: Communication between one person
to another person, become a middle man
...suppose I misunderstood them...it
would be totally my fault because I'm
vulnerable when it comes to hearing im
paired.
I: In the future...would you apply to be
manager?
S: No thanks! There's a lot of pressure
...no, medical technologist would be
enough for me... The supervisor uses the
phone so much. Thirty or 40 times a day,
she's on the phone. The doctor,
pathologist-she has to respond. No. And
a lot of paperwork. She has to go to a lot
of meetings (in different places, travel
ing)... Too much responsibility. If it was
only a lab and a health center, fine... I

Several factors contribute to the reluctance

by these graduates to consider or accept a promo
tion. The first is the fear of interacting with
hearing people. As described earlier, several

graduates were worried that hearing people
were talking about them behind their backs or
were not sympathetic to the needs of deaf peo
ple. They found it diflficult to trust hearing
people, and believed they would be too vulner
able in a managerial position, as illustrated by
the following comment:
S: I don't have that ability as the manage
ment, I don't have it. I don't think I can

go on. I don't want to...be a manager or
anything.
I: Why not?
S: I don't want responsibility. I don't
want any problems with communication
with hearing people. If I become a boss,
it's gonna be a problem. I think it's better
if you're hearing and you hear what's
going on before you fall off* the top. I
don't know. I'm afraid of losing power...
If you want to get up to the top, you have
to stay in power, defend yourself from
falling oflF. You have to hear what's going
on or you have some trusty persons by
your side. Hearing people can hear
what's going on. I'm deaf. I can't hear.
Even somebody talking behind my back,
I can't hear. And so the chance is you
can be beat out easily.
A second, related, contributinjg factor is the
belief that upward mobility requires the ability
to hear. These graduates believed they would
always be at a disadvantage or inviting enor
mous pressure if they sought or attained posi
tions of management or increased responsibil
ity. Some worried about making mistakes, while
others viewed promotion as unrealistic, given
their disability, as illustrated in the following
quotations:

S: My project manager is trying to boost me up.
I: Really, promotion?
S: Yes, I'm trying to hold it down.
I: Why?
S: The load of responsibilities...more work,
more depth, more engineering level. I am
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could handle that. I could interact with

the people. But going to all those differ
ent places and trying to interact, that
would be too difficult.

Underlying this is the fear oflosing what one
already has. These graduates feel they have a
good job, steady income, and a fairly predict
able, manageable environment. They aren't
ready to risk losing that in order to move up.
Fewer than one quarter ofthe graduates want
a promotion and have either already been pro
moted or feel that it is possible. Several themes
run through their perceptions of what is neces
sary for promotion.
First, the deafemployee must have an aware
ness of the potential for upward mobifity and
the knowledge of how to effect it. For example,
one graduate said he did not know it was possi
ble to move ahead within his company until he
was promoted by his boss. After that, he de
veloped goals and plans with his supervisor for
further promotions, which he achieved. An
other emphasized the importance of knowing
the "tricks" of being a good supervisor, adding
that this information is difficult to acquire with
out the assistance and guidance ofa supervisormentor.

Second, the person needs a supervisor and
company that supports upward mobility for deaf
people and is willing to accommodate the deaf
person's needs in a variety ofjob settings. The
9
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supervisor-mentor relationship described above
is part ofthis theme;another is that the company
must be willing to "take chances" with their deaf
employees.
Third, the deaf employee must have the selfconfidence to believe that promotion is possible,
and the willingness to work extra hard to achieve
it. As described earlier, many feel that the deaf
employee must work harder than his hearing
peers in order to get ahead.
In summary, graduates' career goals tended
to be very modest. Most did not expect to move
into managerial positions. While three hoped to
start their own businesses, only one saw this as
a realistic expectation. For many, the most im
portant goal was to find a stable job which pro
vides a guaranteed income.
There was a sense of vulnerability in the
graduates, a belief that their financial and social
successes were too hard won and fi-agile to be
risked for fiirther gain. It was as if they dared
not hope for more because they were afraid of
losing what they already have.
Discrimination in the Work Place

had been "let go"due to problems at work. Three
of the women left work to raise children. Two

graduates left a job due to illness or injury. Five
left one position to accept a better job with
another company.

Six graduates quit theirjobs without any other
employment because they simply couldn't stand
it any more. Reasons for leaving usually included
fiiistration and unhappiness at work due to limited
communication and interaction and/or the behef

that they were being treated unfidrly because they
were deaf. For example, one man learned that a
new hearing worker who was doing a similar job
was earning more money. He quit after he con
fronted his supervisor and was told the new man
was paid more because he was getting married.
Another graduate left herjob because she feltfrus
trated with communication difficulties at work, as

described in the following quotation:
S: ...Many deaf people are finstrated just
with the communication alone. The com

munication breakdown, I mean. Some

times you can't understand. You never get
an interpreter. You don'tfeel comfortable.
(I decided)that's not where I belong, no...
that's why I quit, because Ifelt frustrated.
I let myself put up with that when I really
can't get through, so I decided to quit
before it got worse and worse. Maybe it's
not a good idea to quit, but to save myself,
it was better to quit than to be miserable.

Sixteen graduates described at least one ex
perience in which they felt they had been treated
unfairly at work due to deafiiess. Examples in
clude being passed over for promotion, unequal
pay, and lack ofaccess to important information.
Several believed they were laid off before the
hearing workers because of their deafness. Most
believed they had been turned down for jobs at
one time or another because they were deaf.
Graduates responded differently to incidents
which they perceived as discriminatory. Occa
sionally they fought it and in several instances
received compensation. For example,a man who
felt he had not been given equal opportunity for
overtime complained to his union representative

and discrimination are the areas which graduates

and was given compensatory pay. Far more often,

find most stressful.

they either accepted the situation or quit their
jobs, usually because they believed they were
powerless to change things or feared they would
lose theirjob ifthey challenged their employer.

Strategies for Managing Difficult
or Stressful Situations at Work

For many ofthe graduates in this study, going
to work is often a stressful, fhistrating experi
ence, an excursion into a world which they per
ceive to be in many ways alien and indifferent,
even hostile. Communication,social interaction,

Graduates use a variety of strategies to deal
with these stressful work conditions. These

strategies range from confrontation to with
drawal, as illustrated in the chart below.
CHART 1

Reasons for Leaving the Job
Only four graduates had remained in the same
joh since graduation. Graduates gave many
reasons for leaving the job, the most fi-equent
being that they were "laid off." In sixteen cases,
graduates said they had been laid off and forced
to seek employment elsewhere. Three said they
10
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Strategies Used By Graduates To Manage
Difficult and Stressful Situations At Work

Interactive Strategies
Confrontation

Collaboration and Negotiation
Individual Strategies
Avoidance, Acceptance, and Resignation

Withdrawal
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Confrontation, collaboration and negotiation
are examples of "interactive" strategies, since
each requires interaction between the deafem
ployee and others. Avoidance, acceptance, res

change over time.

ignation, and withdrawal are "individual"
strategies; they rely less on interaction and

All these strategies require that the individu
als be willing to confront the problems and fight
for their rights. As one person put it, "People
like us have to stand up all the time while the
others (hearing people) forget and have to be

more on individual attitude and action. In the

reminded."

following pages, these strategies will be de

Collaboration and negotiation. The
strategies most frequently used by graduates
fall into a category which is interactive, but

scribed and discussed.

Confrontation. At one extreme, graduates
use confrontation to manage stressful or difficult

which does not involve direct confrontation. In

situations at work. There are three levels of

stead, these strategies rely on collaboration or

confrontation: personal, organizational, and

negotiation.

political.

The most frequently described collaborative
strategies involve some kind of networking, in
which the deaf person develops a relationship
with a key person or persons at work who then
inform them about day-to-day office communi
cation and sometimes act as an interpreter. In
other cases, they help the deaf person break
the ice for social interaction. Often the key per
son leams some fingerspelling or sign language.
One person developed a unique set of gestures
and home-made signs for communication with

Personal confrontation involves one-to-one

interaction. For example, one man described a
situation in which his requests for written com
munication were ignored. He eventually de
manded a written note and the communication

proceeded. Another graduate confronted his
supervisors on several occasions when he be

lieved that he had been unfairly passed over
for promotion. In the following example, a
graduate confronted her supervisor over her
right to be included in meetings:
S: They (meetings) were a big problem,
because when I first went there, they
never bothered to call me for any meet
ings, and then I asked the employer,
"What are they talking about?"(And he
said) "Oh, nothing important." Td say,
"Why are you leaving me out? I have a
right to know what's happening." And I
walked up to the supervisor and said, "I
would appreciate that you'd (notify) me
by doing some writing as to what you're
talking about." So they did that. And I
didn't want to hear any excuses any more
because no matter what they're talking
about, it's still important to me.
Organizational confrontation involves using

official institutions, such as the union or person
nel department, in order to right a wrong. In
one case, a group of deaf employees drafted a

joint letter to formally request an interpreter
for meetings. In another, the deaf employee
called in the union representative to resolve a
problem related to overtime.

Fohtical confrontation involves lobbying de
signed to change the work setting through legal
or legislative channels. While these activities

seldom resolve immediate problems, several
people said they are useful for influencing
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a deaf co-worker.

Teaching interested co-workers about deaf

ness and the day-to-day rules for working with
a deaf person is a second collaborative strategy.
Sometimes, simply the presence of the deaf
employee is educationalfor hearing co-workers.
In other cases, the deaf person must take a
more active role, explaining his or her com
munication needs, taking the lead in social in
teractions, and explaining the implications of
hearing loss in the work place. Sometimes it
takes a long time for this strategy to pay oflP.
However, the results can be surprising and re
warding. In the following quotation, the woman
who blew up at her boss and refused to attend
meetings at work describes what happened after
that:

S: (After the meeting) . . . one of the
workers came up to me and said, "You
know that I spoke up for you." Because
the manager had requested where I was,
he didn't see me in the meeting. And so
this girl said, "Hey, you're not providing
an interpreter, so why should she come?
She can't get anything, she has to lipread
and go back and forth and all that. What's
the use of coming (if) you don't get any
thing?" I was really pleased. I was sur

prised that that person would speak up
11
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because sometimes a lot of people, no
matter how long they work with the deaf,
they never understand - they just are
never able to understand your needs. I
was surprised she understood that I
needed an interpreter to understand.
A third strategy is the use of humor. Several
people said they use humor to break the ice
with hearing people. This strategy is particu
larly effective in overcoming the awkwardness
which often accompanies communication inter
actions between deaf and hearing employees.
Several graduates emphasized the impor
tance of overcoming anxiety and shyness when
working with hearing people. They force them
selves to interact with co-workers because they
believe it is essential for success in the hearing
world. Coupled with this is the acquisition of
knowledge about hearing people and hearing
culture. For example, one person credited her
hearing parents with teaching her about the
kinds of manners and social protocols which
hearing people use and expect.
Three themes run through the collaborative
strategies. First, each is built upon an assump

tion ofresponsibility by the deafemployee, i.e.,
to initiate interaction, teach co-workers about

deafness, set the ground rules for communica
tion, and break the ice. Second, it is a given
that deaf persons must work harder, take the
extra step, and, in general, prove themselves
in order to make the strategy effective. Third,
the success of collaborative strategies depends
upon the attitude ofall involved;the deafperson
must be willing to initiate the strategy, and the
hearing person must willingly participate in the
interaction.

Avoidance, acceptance, and resignation.
Many graduates adopted a philosophy ofavoid
ance, acceptance, or resignation towards stress
ful or difficult situations in the work place. Fre
quently, this response was chosen after the fail
ure ofother, more interactive strategies such as
those described above. In other cases, the grad

uate responded to a lifetime ofstruggle and frus
tration, as illustrated in the following quotation:
S: iVe been frustrated all my life... I ac
cepted a lot ofthings like my parents they
didn't leam sign language ... all the ...
problems in school, they were... threat
ening that you weren't allowed to sign
and you had to use speech all the time
and go to college and I wanted English
12
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and "No, no, no," you couldn't do that,
and I wanted to get a job and there is
communication problems, and on and on,
so I just accepted what hapened... (at
work). I get tired of saying, "Hey, we
need interpreters" and someone saying,

"No, you don't" and ask your friends,
"You want to interpret?" and they say
no... things go along... and you know it's
hard. So I just let it go. Just concentrate
on myself and work my way through.
Many graduates learned to ignore, even
avoid, hearing people at work. Most commonly,
they engaged in alternative activities during
breaks and lunch time, such as reading a book
or newspaper or going out alone. Sometimes
they had to deal with a hearing co-worker who
treated them badly. Usually, they ignored this
person and tried to keep out ofhis or her way.
Frequently, graduates learned to accept diffi
cult or frustrating situations at work, as illus
trated in the following quotation:
I: Do you have any frustrations at work?
S: Not much... One,sometimes I'm fhistrated - no communications. But I have

to accept that. That's part of my life to
accept that, so I accept it.
Another gave the following advice to young
graduates starting their first job:
S: (He or she should)learn to accept what
is going on around him or her in regards
with attitudes that he can maybe see from
the hearing workers.
I: What do you mean?
S: Like, if they are not enthusiastic and
talking with you or to be with you, just
accept it. Like I said earher, you have to
leam to accept the hearing people.
A third graduate, when asked how he deals
with his feeling that hearing people are up to
something behind his back, responded, "I
pretty much grin and bear it."
Acceptance frequently leads to resignation
and a cycle of avoidance and further isolation.
In the following quotation, a graduate describes
her feelings of resignation and subsequent de
cision to avoid her hearing co-workers:
I: How is your relationship with hearing
co-workers?

S: Very distant.
I: Can you tell me?
S: "Hello, hi, how are you, fine, what
are you going?" If I would see two or
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three ofthem talking together, I wouldn't
even bother to ask them what they were
saying. Very distant. Never became
friends. A few times they would have a
party, but I didn't go...
I: Did they ever invite you to join them
for lunch?
S: No.

I: Did you have similar experiences over
the years at other places, with hearing
people? Is it the same kind of thing?
S: ...For the first job at age 16,1 worked
at Marshalls. That was the same thing.
"Hello, how are you?" After that,, it was
"Yuck."

I: How do you feel about that behavior,
does it bother you?
S: I just ignore it, started bringing a
book, reading during a break, doing other
things... (and later, discussing loneliness
at work)... I try not to think about it. Just
ignore it and do what I want to do to
keep busy. That way you don't have to
face it and get all upset and depressed.
The resignation and acceptance which
graduates describe is often coupled with a sense
of powerlessness, as illustrated in the following
quotations:

S: They've got the power- they're hear
ing. You know, like from my experience,
I sit down and interview with them all -

and sure enough, I know that, hey, they
look at me as a deaf person and they'll
put my application in the file, and that's
the end ofit. You know, they say,"Well,
you can't do this because you're deaf,"
and they don't want to be sued, so they'll

just say, "Hey, we'll see if there are any
openings, and we'll go through the pro
cess," and they'll just put the stuffin the
trash can anyhow. You know,so you don't
get them for discrimination and stuff. You
don't have anything to prove... you can't
tell 'em, you know, "Why not me?" ...
they're the ones that decide anyhow, so
I'm stuck.

S: My first job... I didn't know how to
speak English very much.I go in cafeteria
(and)everybody was talking to me.I don't
understand it very much, but to say,
"Huh, what?" about a hundred times, I

rather shut up and say, "Yeah, yeah."
I: Oh, so you nod?
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S: Yeah, well, what can you do? It's not
that deaf people can improve. The hear
ing people can. They can go to school
and leam sign language. We cannot make
anything better. Is that why they call it
"handicap?"
S: You really can't change the world it
self... If that's the way they (hearing
people)are, you gotta accept'em,no mat
ter even ifI didn't or do like it, you know,
you have to accept. Yeah, sometimes it
hurts, sometimes not.

Withdrawal. Strategies involving withdrawal
are the opposite of confrontational strategies.
The most extreme kind of withdrawal is to quit
the job completely. As described earlier in this
report, six people said they quit at least one

job because of problems related to deafness.
These people did not have other employment
options at the time they quit their jobs. They
left because they were too unhappy or frus
trated to continue.

Three points can be made about the strategies
which graduates use to manage stress and frus
tration in the work place. The first is that one
type ofstrategy should not be viewed as consis
tently better than the others. Those graduates
who expressed the greatest satisfaction with
their work used many strategies. More impor
tantly, they were able to evaluate different situ
ations and select the most appropriate strategy.
Second, interactive strategies are generally
attempted first. Individual strategies such as
acceptance and withdrawal tend to be used
later, after interactive strategies have been used
and proven ineffective. It is important to em
phasize that the shift from interactive to indi
vidual strategies occurs over a lifetime. It is
therefore possible that, by the time a person
enters the work place, he or she has experi
enced enough failure with the former that the
latter are consistently selected as strategies of
first resort.

Third, graduates tended to describe inter
active strategies such as confrontation and col
laboration when talking about the functional
aspects of their work. Avoidance, resignation,

acceptance, and withdrawal were described
more frequently when discussing the personal
and social aspects ofemployment or the fhistration which accompanies perceived incidents of
discrimination.

There are several possible explanations for
13
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these patterns. First, graduates may have ex
perienced so much rejection in the past in social
interactions with hearing peers that they are
no longer willing to attempt interactive strate

gies in these situations. Second, the desire to
perform a job well may motivate both deaf and
hearing workers to put special eflFort into inter
active strategies which are used in order to suc
cessfully complete a work task.
UMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

AND GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS

The purpose of this study was to leam about
the characteristics, attainments, and experi
ences of deaf KIT graduates from the perspec
tive ofand in the words ofthe graduate. To this
end, a group of 25 graduates were selected at
random and interviewed at length on a variety
of topics. In this report, data relevant to the
employment experiences of graduates were re
ported, analyzed, and discussed.
This study was exploratory. The findings
should not be viewed as conclusive nor should

they be generalized to all deaf KIT graduates
or other deaf adults. Instead, they should be
used to explore ideas for program development
and generate questions for fiirther study.
Frequently, the researcher is not the best
person to draw conclusions or make recommen
dations. Ideally, the researcher collaborates
with potential users and consumer audiences
to develop appropriate applications for the re
search and generate new questions for study.
Having said this, the following general recom
mendations are offered for program develop
ment and future research:

should be emphasized in job preparation
courses and workshops for deaf adults, as
well as strategies for improving interactions
with supervisors.
3. Graduates were often lonely at work. They

felt socially isolated from co-workers and fre
quently spent their free time alone. Some
times the graduate would become friends
with one or two people at work. In these
cases, the friend would help bridge the gap
between the deaf person and his hearing

peers. Deaf employees may benefit from
workshops and other sources ofinformation
on ways to join and participate in informal
social activities at work. In particular, it may

be helpful to offer strategies for identifying
and developing individual relationships with
key people at work.
4. Graduates' career goals tended to be very
modest. Most did not feel it was possible for
them to become managers or supervisors.
Deaf employees may need fiirther opportu
nities to leam about career development and

their potential for promotion. In particular,
they may need specific information about
ways in which the organization and environ
ment of the work place can be altered in
order to accommodate a deaf employee.
5. Over half the graduates described at least
one experience in which they felt they had
been treated unfairly at work. They rarely
confronted or fought these situations. In
stead, they usually either accepted the con
dition or left the job. Deaf individuals may
need more information about their rights as
employees, as well as alternative strategies

for dealing with possible or perceived dis
Recommendationsfor Program Development.
1. Most graduates feel their one-to-one com
munication skills are adequate for perform
ing the functional aspects of their jobs.
Graduates are less satisfied with the degree
to which they are included in informal com
munications in the work place, such as office

"grapevines." It may be helpful to streng
then existing and/or develop new services
which inform deafpeople about specific stra

tegies for informal communication in the
work place.
2. The graduates said that a good supervisor
could greatly facifitate their success at work.
The importance of a good working relation
ship between employee and supervisor
14
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crimination.

6. Graduates described many strategies for
dealing with obstacles and stressful situa
tions in the work place. It may be possible
to use their stories to develop videotaped or
written materials for inclusion in course cur
ricula and dissemination to current students

and alumni. Similarly, graduates gave many
excellent examples ofthose situations which
were most difficult for them. It may be pos
sible to use these examples in training ses
sions for employers.
7. Many of the strategies used by graduates in
the work place depend on the cooperation
of hearing supervisors and co-workers.
Given this, employer development activities
Vol. 21 No. 1 July 1987

14

Foster: Employment Experiences of Deaf College Graduates: An Interview St
EMPLOYMENT EXPERIENCES OF DEAF COLLEGE GRADUATES:
AN INTERVIEW STUDY

which focus on an awareness of and sensitivity
to the needs of deaf employees are critical to
the success of deaf people in the work place.

which focus on interactions between deaf

and hearing people in the work place. In
particular, future research should focus on
informal communication and social interac

Recommendations for Future Research.

1. This study is about the perspective of the
deaf employee. It is recommended that
future studies explore the perspectives of
supervisors and co-workers of deaf em
ployees.
2. Many of the strategies described by
graduates involve interaction. Future re
search should include observational studies

tions between deaf and hearing people in
the work place.
3. Some of the strategies described by the
graduates in this study were more successful
than others in overcoming obstacles in the
work place. A goal offuture research should
be to leam more about what works - what's
successful-and to determine how successful

situations can be more widely created.
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APPENDIX A: Interview Topic List
1. Family history
2. Educational experiences
a. Pre-RIT

b. RIT

c. Continuing education
3. Work experiences
a. Employment history
b. Finding a job
c. Learning the job
d. Communication on the job
e. Relationships at work
f. Expectations for future
4. Definitions of terms
a. Deaf culture

b. Deaf community
c. Deaf pride
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